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Flexibility

Real music rarely consists of pure legato, endless staccato or constant dynamics.
The secret lies in finding an appropriate combination of techniques to create the
musical effect required. It is therefore important to know what we want to
achieve with any musical phrase. Remember, in a rehearsal, don’t say what you
want: show what you want!

Legato
A common failure of understanding among singers is what legato actually is. A
simple way to develop awareness is to think of instrumental techniques:

❖ Sing a simple scale slowly to a vowel. 

❖ Listen to the sound and see how much it changes during each note, and
from note to note. 

In real legato you cannot hear the join between the notes. Air flows smoothly so
the larynx is not ‘pushed’ on each note. Support muscles should be fully
engaged, vowels merge effortlessly, and resonant consonants keep the sound
alive. Lip and tongue consonants flick quickly and clearly, causing minimal
disturbance to the flow. 

❖ Ask the choir to sing a slow glide to join up notes of different pitches. This
will keep the vocal apparatus energised, and the sound even.

❖ Repeat, speeding up the glide.

❖ Use conducting gestures to reinforce the choir’s visual memory for legato.
Vertical movements tend to collapse the breathing and work against you,
while horizontal movements are magically effective in maintaining tone. 

❖ Use images, for example: a violin bow moving evenly over the string, with
wrist movement at the bow change. (Try at different speeds and with
different imaginary weight applied with the bow arm.) Ironing a long item
like a sheet or trousers; spreading butter over a long loaf of bread;
flattening sand in a large tray. (Arm weight links directly to the muscles of
support when breathing, and evens and deepens the sound.)
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